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Article

Introduction

Unionization efforts among low-wage housekeepers at a 
large downtown Midwest hotel in Indiana began in 2006 
through the Hotel Workers Rising campaign of the United 
Needle Trades and Industrial Employees (UNITE) and the 
Hotel Employees and Restaurant Employees (HERE) or 
UNITE-HERE1 based in Washington, D.C. UNITE-HERE’s 
organizing strategy focuses on “less mobile service sector 
industries . . . where the ability of employers to move work 
out of the country is much more restricted” (Bronfenbrenner 
& Hickey, 2004, p. 32) and is one of the comprehensive cam-
paigns in which a number of organizing strategies are used to 
successfully organize workers. Bronfenbrenner & Hickey 
(2004) suggests the use of five or more organizing strategies 
in a comprehensive campaign results in better union win 
rates and that UNITE-HERE generally used four or more 
tactics in their campaigns.2 UNITE-HERE primarily engages 
in organizing the unorganized and runs an aggressive orga-
nizing drive in major financial cities against hotels that hire 
large numbers of immigrant workers in service positions 
(UNITE-HERE, 2012b).

The shift in organizing away from industries which are 
easily mobile, digital, and can transfer work abroad within a 
global economy to less mobile industries whose workers are 
tied to a local geography means organizing more service 
workers in health care, hospitality, and home care industries. 
The caring nature of service work and the gendered division 
of labor in these industries relegates mostly women to these 

low-paying positions in which their work is undervalued. 
Organizing efforts within service industries are generally 
focused outside of the more traditional National Labor 
Relations Board (NLRB) for several reasons. Stringent 
requirements for elections and bargaining to a first contract 
have moved the locus of organizing to more successful non-
board campaigns. Service sector unionization successes 
mean the majority of new union members are women 
(Bronfenbrenner, 2005). UNITE-HERE has some organizing 
successes in the service industry such as the non-renewed 
collective agreement for 4,200 workers between UNITE-
HERE and the Multi-Employer Group (MEG) in San 
Francisco and UNITE-HERE Local 1 and Starwood in 
Chicago (Zuberi, 2007). There have also been organizing 
failures as evidenced by disparities in hotel unionization in 
large metropolitan cities. According to Zuberi (2007), the 
only large cities considered to have “somewhat high union 
density” (p. 66) in the United States are Las Vegas and 
Washington, D.C. There exists much to be done in “global 
cities” across the United States.
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UNITE-HERE has had success in organizing less mobile 
populations in the hospitality industry by using internal and 
external tactics as part of a larger comprehensive organizing 
strategy (Bronfenbrenner, 2006; Bronfenbrenner & Hickey, 
2004). Internal tactics include a concentration on building 
one-on-one relationships among workers inside and outside 
of the workplace, strategic targeting, active representative 
rank and file committees, effectively utilized member volun-
teer organizers, and escalating pressure tactics in the work-
place (Bronfenbrenner, 2006). These time-consuming 
internal tactics are essential building blocks promoting an 
understanding among workers, regardless of their race, gen-
der, ethnicity, or work status, of the commonalities they share 
in their fight for recognition in the workplace and their abil-
ity to join together in solidarity and confront management’s 
powerful overreach. UNITE-HERE relentlessly works out-
side of the work environment to build relationships among 
low-wage workers who then become organizing committees 
within the workplace to recruit others facing the same chal-
lenging work-related grievances.

External organizing tactics are providing adequate and 
appropriate staffing and financial support, creating bench-
marks and assessments, raising issues that resonate in the 
workplace and the community, escalating pressure tactics 
inside and outside the workplace, and proactively building 
toward a first contact (Bronfenbrenner, 2006). UNITE-
HERE engages in these tactics by raising awareness of the 
housekeepers’ situation through public relations campaigns, 
encouraging community participation in the form of peaceful 
demonstrations and rallies, sending delegations of commu-
nity members to management to present worker concerns, 
and increasing public pressure to encourage local legislative 
changes, which ensure equitable treatment for workers.

Background

Although organizing efforts within the housekeeping popu-
lation took place in many Midwest hotels, one major orga-
nizing effort was levied in the Hyatt hotel as a result of the 
Hyatt’s egregious use of subcontracting housekeeper posi-
tions to temporary agencies, thus relieving the Hyatt of pay-
ing better wages and providing benefits to housekeepers 
(Soltani & Wilkinson, 2010; Tufts, 2006; UNITE-HERE, 
2012a); the high injury rate suffered by housekeepers in the 
service industry (Buchanan et al., 2010); the Hyatt’s abuse 
and discrimination of housekeepers (S. E. Smith, 2012); and 
the Hyatt’s policies of refusing to remain neutral during 
organizing drives (UNITE-HERE, 2012a). Because the num-
ber of private sector unionized workers in the United States 
has been dwindling for decades do to weakened labor laws 
and corporatized efforts to prevent or slow down organizing 
efforts, UNITE-HERE uses a number of different strategies 
“which are integrated, reinforcing one another as a systemic 
approach to renewing the union’s strength. The use of mul-
tiple and integrated strategies is necessary, given the context 

of a global hospitality sector that employs large numbers of 
marginalized workers” (Tufts, 2006, p. 201).

The push back from the Hyatt is extraordinary though not 
unexpected. Bronfenbrenner & Hickey (2004) writes, “the 
overwhelming majority of employers . . . aggressively oppose 
the union’s organizing efforts through a combination of 
threats, discharges, promises of improvements, unscheduled 
unilateral changes in wages and benefits, bribes, and surveil-
lance” (p. 38). The capitalist nature of our economy empha-
sizes that firms must be most concerned with making a profit. 
As the hotel industry functions within this capitalistic system, 
controlling input costs are a way to realize greater profits. 
One way for the hotel industry to cap labor input costs is to 
develop economics of scale (Seifert & Messing, 2006).

According to Greenhouse (2006), there currently are 
about three million private sector service workers and about 
seven million in public sector unions. This burgeoning ser-
vice sector has contributed to the new two-tiered economy 
consisting of service employees and high-technology work-
ers, thus increasing inequality in wealth and income in the 
United States. The service sector as a growing sector in the 
new economy has contributed to low-wage jobs, thus esca-
lating poverty issues and creating a class of citizens known 
as the working poor (Greenhouse, 2006). Sassen (2006) 
comments “we might be seeing a type of poverty and inequal-
ity that constitutes new social forms” (p. 13).3 Many of the 
working poor receive social transfer payments as a subsidy 
for survival. Measures to engage in relief for the working 
poor, such as an increase in the minimum wage or the earned 
income tax credit, have done little to lift large numbers of 
workers out of poverty.

The U.S. Travel Association suggests tourism as an 
American industry generates US$2.1 trillion in economic 
output, supports 14.9 million jobs, employs one of every 
nine non-farm jobs in the United States (Landmark Study 
Reveals RIO of Business Travel, 2009; U.S. Travel 
Association, 2013), and reports that international tourism 
generates around US$4,500 per person in spending whereas 
the domestic tourism industry generates around US$900 per 
person in spending. According to the report, The Economic 
Impact of Travel and Tourism on Indiana (The Power of 
Travel: Economic Impact of Travel and Tourism, 2009), trav-
elers to Indiana spent around US$8.8 million in 2007, and 
tax revenues generated during that period totaled more than 
US$1.2 million. This created around 98,000 jobs with a total 
payroll of more than US$1.9 million. Legislative District 4, 
which includes Indianapolis, employed 12.1 thousand work-
ers with a total payroll of US$278.9 million and total tourism 
spending of US$1,073.2 million (The Power of Travel: 
Economic Impact of Travel and Tourism, 2009).

The tourist industry relies heavily on unskilled and semi-
skilled jobs, so it draws heavily from the secondary labor 
market (Adler, 2004; Barker & Christensen, 1998). The sec-
ondary labor market tend[s] to be low paying, with poorer 
working conditions and little chance of advancement, . . . 
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conducive to harsh and capricious work discipline and char-
acterized by considerable instability in jobs and a high turn-
over among the labor force (Piore, 1972). Ninety percent of 
all new jobs created by 2000 were service sector jobs (Adler, 
2004).There are more than 1.3 million workers in the U.S. 
hotel industry and “approximately one quarter of them are 
housekeepers” (Sawchuk, 2009). According to the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics (2015a, 2015b), housekeepers’ and maids’ 
jobs in the Indiana leisure and hospitality industry totaled 
17,900 in 2015 with an annual mean wage of US$20,180. In 
the Indianapolis–Carmel Metropolitan Statistical area in 
2013, there were 5,420 housekeeping jobs, which paid an 
hourly mean wage of US$9.14 (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
2015b) one of the lowest in the nation.

Large cities have “emerged as strategic [regional] territo-
ries,” which become “concrete operations of the global econ-
omy” (Sassen, 2006, p. 196). These concrete operations 
include high paying and highly skilled jobs in banking and 
financial services, corporate service industries, telecommuni-
cations and information flow, and low-wage, manual jobs, 
which support the corporate infrastructure. This polarized 
dichotomy of wages contributes to the overall disparity in 
“income distribution and occupational distribution of work-
ers” (Sassen, 2006, p. 197). These large cities host “the rapid 
growth of the financial industry and of highly specialized ser-
vices [which] generate not only high-level technical and 
administrative jobs but also low-wage unskilled jobs” (Sassen, 
2006, p. 9). These low-wage day-to-day jobs, usually held by 
women and immigrants, are invisible to most consumers but 
very much a part of the global economy (Sassen, 2006).

Large chain hotels, which work to attract tourists and ven-
ture capitalists, provide the support necessary to make city 
visitors welcome. This requires thousands of service workers 
to provide a home away from home for consumers, tourists, 
and business people, with signature service, which includes 
luxury accommodations including extra comfort incentives 
such as “heavenly beds” (Zuberi, 2007, p. 60), requiring 
housekeepers to engage in lifting heavier mattresses, chang-
ing extra sheets, handling more pillows, gathering more 
laundry, arranging heavy duvets, and providing extra ameni-
ties. When room facilities are “super-sized” by adding bigger 
mirrors, more floor space, and kitchenettes, more effort and 
energy are necessary to prepare the rooms for guests. 
Housekeepers must complete room preparation within some 
fixed time frame and are required to clean 20 to 30 rooms per 
8-hr shift (Onsoyen, Mykletun, & Steiro, 2009). If the room 
is especially dirty and requires extra attention, the house-
keeper is allotted no more time; she must complete the clean-
up within the specified time frame. OnsOyen et al. (2009) 
writes that “house-keeping work is rather repetitive and lim-
ited in variety and scope, and with little guest contact” (p. 
85). This has produced exhaustion and injuries within this 
workforce. Sawchuk (2009) reports, “statistically house-
keeping work is now North America’s most dangerous retail 
occupation” (p. 172).

The Invisibility of Housekeepers

Difficulty in organizing housekeepers is aggravated because 
of their invisibility from the public and their diverse makeup. 
They are primarily women of color who are disadvantaged 
within the hotel industry via processes and structures depen-
dent on cheap, gendered, segregated, and racialized labor 
(Buchanan et al., 2010; Scherzer, Rugulies, & Krause, 2005; 
Tufts, 2006). Although housekeepers play a vital role in 
maintaining clean and secure guest rooms, they are “hidden 
from view” (Adib & Guerrier, 2003, p. 424) because they 
remain in the background and have little interaction with 
hotel guests. Much of the hospitality literature suggests “that 
ethnic minority women are less likely to be employed front-
of-house or in customer contact jobs in the service industry” 
and “are more prominent in jobs in which they are required 
to be nearly invisible to the customer” (Adib & Guerrier, 
2003, p. 425). Organizing the lowest paid service workers in 
the hotel industry (Tufts, 2006), who have few, if any, afford-
able benefits and suffer one of the highest injury rates of all 
service workers (Buchanan et al., 2010; Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, 2011), is exacerbated because the cultural and 
racial walls of the labor movement itself historically favor 
organizing White, skilled workers (Sawchuk, 2009). The 
ability of the hospitality industry to utilize low-wage labor 
allows expansion without assuming the associated costs and 
obligations (Adler & Adler, 2004). This undervaluing and 
underrepresentation contributes to keeping housekeepers in 
low wage, high turnover jobs with diminished career ladders 
for advancement (Adler, 2004; Barker & Christensen, 1998).

Because housekeepers in the hospitality industry are 
essential components in the tourism industry, which is an 
important factor of our capitalistic society, it makes sense to 
explore the power relationships these workers have within 
the hospitality industry and their efficacy in affecting changes 
in those relationships. This article situates challenges orga-
nizers face when organizing a diverse workforce within 
Labor Process Theory (LPT), which explains management’s 
strategies for reducing workers’ bargaining power through 
the deskilling and devaluing of workers to gain profits for the 
firm. LPT demands excess work beyond necessary value to 
increase profits for the corporation. Exploring the strategies 
organizers use in countering management’s exploitation of 
low-wage workers exposes the difficulties in organizing a 
diverse low-wage workforce within an economic power rela-
tionship, which strives to keep workers disadvantaged to 
maintain profit margins.

LPT

LPT seeks to understand the control and resistance dichotomy 
between a capitalist-free market system and how workers 
react to, engage with, and are exploited by that system. LPT 
explores the systemic deskilling of the workforce for the ulti-
mate purpose of increasing production and profit for owners 
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of production and “examines the labor-capital conflict over 
control of the labor process” (C. Smith, 2012, p. 33). Adler 
(2007) suggests firms seek to control the complex and auton-
omous nature of skill to “ensure lower costs and greater con-
trol” (p. 1344). An extension of Marxist theory about the 
organization of work, LPT explores the control of work, how 
work is paid for, what skills are needed for work, and how 
work is facilitated (Braverman, 1974; Buroway, 1985). Marx, 
in his famous work, Capital, describes a work process aligned 
with craft production in which a few workers make an entire 
product. This work organization structure remains static until 
external circumstances call for more product in a shorter time 
frame, which triggers the need for a more efficient organiza-
tion of work. Organizational work structures are altered to 
reflect a division of labor in which specific workers repeat-
edly hone specific skills to capitalize on efficiencies in move-
ment and time (Marx & Engels, 1967). Once the specificity of 
each worker’s job is reduced to a repetitive motion in the pro-
duction process, early industrial capitalists as well as current 
owners of production treat labor as another input in a produc-
tion system that they control. The control owners of produc-
tion have over the production process determines the power 
relationship between owners and labor. Workers, stripped of 
their ability to control their own work processes, are weak-
ened in the labor–management dyad and utilize alternative 
means of regaining power such as organizing collectives in 
the form of labor unions.

Braverman (1974) posits that under the competitive eco-
nomic system of capitalism, the owners of production utilize 
an hierarchical structure of work organization that contrib-
utes to profit efficiency and introduces a power relationship 
between management and labor, which waters down work-
ers’ skills, thus reducing workers’ pride, sense of worth, and 
control over their work and then uses this deskilling as the 
reason for cutting workers’ wages and increasing workers’ 
hours.4 Although non-Marxists posit technological change 
as the driver of social change and work organizations, LPT 
suggests new technologies are driven by the socially con-
structed nature of the relations of production (Adler, 2007) 
or the concept of the social relationship workers have with 
the owners of production, the means of production, and the 
organization of work. The complexity and autonomy of 
workers’ skills are then affected by the workers’ relationship 
to those who control production processes in an increasingly 
urgent quest to lower costs and appease stockholders in a 
market-based economy.

Williamson (1980) suggests the structural component of 
work organization is not necessarily to blame for inefficien-
cies in the production process but rather that “the organiza-
tion of work is predominantly, a transaction cost issue” 
(Williamson, 1980, p. 35). He contends there is not an abso-
lute connection between hierarchical work structures or their 
absence and optimal performance within firms. The optimal 
work organizational structure is one which “promotes effi-
ciency and commands general respect [for workers]” (p. 36). 

This suggests the structure of work organization within a 
firm has an effect on the power relationships within the firm.

According to LPT, extra energy is extracted from low-
wage workers who become little more than interchangeable 
parts in a production system. Deskilling creates disengaged 
workers who have no emotional or intellectual attachment to 
their work, are easily controlled, and have no idea of the true 
value added they bring to the production process. Under 
LPT, workers’ bargaining power is diluted by managements’ 
strategies of exploitation and used to reduce the power of 
workers who have skills not reproducible by technology.

An expansion of LPT proposes workers are coerced 
within their work environments to produce surplus labor 
beyond that of necessary value by working longer hours or 
working faster (Buroway, 1985). Workers, whose interests 
are in direct conflict with capitalist interests, are then work-
ing for their own exploitation. The surplus labor provides the 
profit margin for capitalists. For management, this is a win–
lose situation in which gains for management are losses for 
labor. When a firm’s labor costs increase, their profit margin 
is reduced. This economic relationship between capital and 
labor is at the heart of the labor–management relationship 
and revolves around which side holds the economic power.

Workers in restrictive work environments, which are 
divided and separated into specific units or motions to pro-
duce efficiency and are controlled by capitalists, are acting 
under the illusion of choice. These divisions silo workers into 
departments and subunits distinct and distanced from capital-
ists. Capitalists become invisible to workers who can see no 
farther than their own workspace thus obscuring workers’ 
visions of the totality of the “labour process to the relations of 
production” (Buroway, 1985, p. 33). Workers then work 
simultaneously under the constraints of necessary and surplus 
labor, which are obscured because they have no way of know-
ing when necessary labor ends and surplus labor begins.

Workers measure the value of their wage based on the 
goods and services they can purchase (Buroway, 1985). 
There is no distinction for the worker between his or her 
expenditure of labor for sustenance living (necessary value) 
or surplus value (capitalist’s profits). Because wages are paid 
by the hour or by salary, the worker is further divested of 
input into this wage–labor contract, which both obscures and 
secures surplus labor.

The capitalist system does not provide a living wage from 
employers to low-wage workers in the service sector because 
the efficient nature of capitalism is to produce increasing 
profit margins while cutting cost inputs such as labor 
(Buchanan et al., 2010). Wages of unskilled or semiskilled 
workers are targets of efficiency because these non-union-
ized workers have little or no power to set their own wages. 
The earning power of low-wage workers does not allow 
them to purchase the goods and services needed for suste-
nance living in a competitive marketplace whereas owners of 
production can purchase goods and services they need and 
want in the marketplace. Therefore, the capitalist system 
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then works for the owners of production but does not work 
for low-wage workers who must rely on “a ‘social wage’ 
from the state in the form of publicly funded medical care, 
transportation, housing, education, culture, and recreation” 
(Mann, 2001, p. 260). This transfer of labor cost from the 
owners of production to the public allows the hospitality 
industry to expand without incurring the associated costs 
(Adler, 2004).

Buroway (1985) suggests that workers learn to adjust to 
the “degradation of work” (p. 36) because of the inevitability 
of these structures under a capitalistic system. In other words, 
workers learn to adapt or adjust to their restrictive work envi-
ronments as a coping mechanism, which allows them “feel-
ings of temporary relief from the discomfort of certain work 
realities, feelings which arise when these factors have 
become part of the worker’s customary interpretation of his 
situation” (p. 37).5 He calls these adjustments “games” 
(Buroway, 1985, p. 38) and explains that games, with their 
rules and outcomes, allow workers within a confined and 
restricted workspace to feel some control over their efforts. 
The act of playing the game means the worker consents to 
the game’s rules and potential outcomes, so when the worker 
engages in playing the work game, the worker actually is 
buying into or consenting to the conditions of the relations of 
production under a capitalist system.

It is important to note the differentiation between man-
agement and the owners of production. The terms, often 
used interchangeably, reflect different levels of control. The 
owners of production own and control capital. Their interac-
tion with workers who produce the goods and services is 
limited if not nonexistent. The owners of production hire 
managers who do interact with workers on the shop floor or 
in service industries. These middle managers, also employ-
ees of the owners of production, have a unique role in that 
they maintain a supervisory role in the production structure 
but are subject to the will of the owners of production. 
Middle management then is concerned with controlling 
workers to increase output; they do this by securing coop-
eration from workers or by coercing workers into perform-
ing. This means that middle management and workers share 
an interest in preserving work games because through the 
games, management has a measure of control over workers, 
and workers are interested in preserving work games 
because through the games, they achieve some measure of 
satisfaction from their work.

Management’s stake in controlling the rules of the game 
revolve around output, so when productivity is affected 
because of workers’ failure to adapt to their working envi-
ronments and continued reestablishment of the structures of 
exploitation, management steps in to change the rules of 
game by changing job descriptions, moving personnel, 
reducing the workforce, and so forth. Management’s goal is 
to retain profits at all costs. Workers push back against man-
agement’s rule changes through resistance in the form of 
natural soldering, militancy, or unionization.

It is these conditions that spur UNITE-HERE to seek 
“greater equality and opportunity” for their membership 
which is “predominantly women and people of color” 
(UNITE-HERE Industries, 2015) who are exploited, endan-
gered, and abused. UNITE-HERE organizers engage in a 
multi-component strategy in efforts to establish a union to 
protect diverse low-wage workers from management’s 
search for increasing profits.

Challenges in Organizing Diverse Workforces

Tufts (2006) maintains that organizing hotel workers is a 
great challenge because of the diversity within the “‘global’ 
hotel workforce” (p. 202). Large global financial cities attract 
vulnerable populations who hope to find work there, so large 
hospitality chains have a large pool of “immigrants, women, 
and people of colour with limited employment opportuni-
ties” from which to choose. These populations are often dou-
bly disadvantaged not only because of their limited 
proficiency in the English language, poverty status, and lack 
of educational skills but also because of “built-in bias in the 
receiving society against foreigners, especially when they 
belong to a different culture, religious or ethnic group” 
(Ghosh, 2003, p. 7).

One problem in organizing diverse workforces is the 
inability to separate the various identities of workers associ-
ated with ethnicity, nationality, class, immigration, gender, 
age, race, and sexual orientation as a sole barrier to organiz-
ing.6 Brah (1996) would term this “intersectionality” (p. 
242), whereas Butler (1990) would call this “fusion” (p. 3). 
Rather, challenges to organizing are an amalgam or, at the 
very least, a comingling of the ethnic, national, racial,7 cul-
tural, sexual, and gendered identities making it difficult to 
isolate one aspect of diversity as a sole contributor to organi-
zational barriers. Although it is not the intent of this study to 
analyze the components of diversity in conjunction with 
each other as they contribute to organizational barriers, I 
think it is important to realize that no component of diversity 
works in isolation. Subsequently there are language, cultural, 
and historical barriers to consider when organizing.

Method

After securing institutional review board (IRB) approval for 
the study, I requested interviews from three UNITE-HERE 
organizers who worked with the Hotel Workers’ Rising cam-
paign. I met these organizers on various occasions through 
UNITE-HERE events I attended. Two organizers agreed to 
be interviewed, whereas one organizer declined citing her 
tangential experience with the process. One interview was 
conducted in person at a downtown coffee shop and lasted 
about 2 hr, whereas the other interview was conducted by 
phone because the organizer had moved to another locality 
and lasted about 1 hr. I asked each organizer four pre-deter-
mined open-ended interview questions, which involved 
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demographics, their organizing experiences, the organizing 
processes used, and the difficulties of organizing diverse 
workforces. Notes from both interviews were keyboarded. It 
was my hope the interview discussion would continue in an 
organic fashion and other questions, concerns, or comments 
will evolve from the initial questions.

1. Demographic information: name, age, race, gender, 
and length of service with UNITE-HERE.

Commentary: Although I could visually determine characteristics 
such as race and gender, I wanted to be sure I included the 
organizer’s perceptions of his or her own identity.

2. Tell me how you came to be an organizer for 
UNITE-HERE.

Commentary: I wanted to know what initially interested the 
organizer in this type of work. Organizing in the field is not a 
particularly high paying job with good benefits and usually 
requires lots of time and energy. Sometimes, the payoffs are far 
and few between. My assumption was that organizers had some 
sort of previous connection to a unionized household or had 
worked in a low-paying service sector job and saw unionizing as 
a path to job security and better wages and benefits.

3. What do you see as the greatest barrier to organizing 
these housekeepers?

Commentary: My assumption was the greatest barrier to 
organizing is management’s all-out assault against efforts to 
unionize the workforce. Although management’s resistance to 
organizing was a huge challenge to organizing, the organizers 
spoke of building one-on-one relationships between and among 
diverse constituents as equally challenging.

4. Organizing diverse workforces is challenging in 
many ways. How do you respond to the challenges 
associated with ethnicity, nationality, class, immigra-
tion, gender, age, race, and sexual orientation when 
organizing the housekeepers?

Commentary: This was the question that opened a floodgate of 
responses from the organizers and from which I learned about 
the necessity of covert and underground relationship building, 
which foregrounds any delegations to management to present 
grievances, signed authorization cards, and seek their 
consideration and acceptance of a unionized workforce. This 
period of time, which can last for months or years, prior to 
confronting management is an absolute necessity in building the 
solidarity among workers needed to withstand the not unexpected 
backlash from management and is the bedrock of organizing 
tactics used by UNITE-HERE. The ability of organizers to 
create the bonds of solidarity outside the workplace and maintain 
these solidary bonds within the workplace speaks to the 
organizer’s ability to portray the commonalities of low-wage 
workers from diverse backgrounds, who are often suspect of one 

another because of stereotypes associated with race and gender 
and the tenacity necessary to continually confront the individual 
or group prejudice associated with the stereotypes.

Limitations of This Study

Because only two organizers’ responses were captured, their 
narratives are not meant to be representative of all UNITE-
HERE organizers’ tactics and strategies (though UNITE-
HERE organizers are similarly trained) in organizing a 
diverse workforce and are colored by the backgrounds, edu-
cation, and experiences of the specific organizer. Their 
responses do suggest the overall complexity involved with 
organizing diverse low-wage workers and provide an exam-
ple of organizing, which could be generalized to other equity-
seeking groups.

Findings

The following two narratives from UNITE-HERE organizers 
provide details about the challenges they face when organiz-
ing low-wage workers in the hospitality industry. The magni-
tude of building relationships of trust among employees is a 
time-consuming, labor-intensive activity, which, to be effec-
tive, must be conducted in a manner that does not raise man-
agement’s suspicion that organizing efforts are afoot. The 
advantage to this approach allows employees interested in 
forming a union to bond together in solidarity before man-
agement begins an all-out assault on their organizing activi-
ties. Because management has access to their employees 
during working hours, they always have the advantage of 
disseminating anti-union information through internal ave-
nues of information such as bulletin boards and internal 
memos, captive audience meetings, and one-on-one meet-
ings. Without the union’s pre-relationship building efforts 
that provide workers the tools to counter management’s 
aggressive anti-union campaign, workers would stand little 
chance against the corporation’s strong offense.

The analysis of organizers’ narratives suggests unionizing 
to secure increased wages, benefits, dignity, and a voice in the 
workplace as a way of resisting management’s effort to extract 
more work and longer hours from the housekeeper’s daily jobs 
in return for the same compensation. Management’s demands 
to clean more rooms in less time forced the housekeepers to 
work “off the clock,” exert more effort in scrubbing floors, 
stripping beds, and vacuuming and dusting without any 
new technologies or protective equipment from harmful 
chemicals, pit housekeeper against housekeeper by pub-
licly posting details of worker productivity on a bulletin 
board outside the office door, and publicly humiliating and 
degrading housekeepers by threatening and intimidating 
them in view of other workers. With no individual recourse 
other than to exit employment, the housekeepers covertly 
worked with UNITE-HERE organizers to build relation-
ships in preparation for organizing. Painstakingly and 
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methodically, organizers persevere in the hopes of creating 
workplace protections from overwork, wage theft, abuse, 
human devaluation, and dangerous working conditions.

Organizers’ Narratives

Organizer 1 has been with UNITE-HERE for more than 10 
years. A White male in his late 20s, whose grandfather was 
blacklisted during the McCarthy era for communist activity, 
said he initially wanted to become an attorney. Growing up 
in a predominately Black and Latino neighborhood, he 
changed his mind about becoming a lawyer after working in 
a hotel on the east coast in which he became very involved 
with the successful organization of the primarily Salvadorian 
service workers by UNITE-HERE. Fluent in Spanish, he 
liked the organizing model used by UNITE-HERE as well as 
the long-term tenure of its organizers, so he responded to a 
call for an organizer in a Midwest city. The pay back he 
receives from his organizing position is self-satisfaction and 
enjoyment from watching people develop, empowering oth-
ers, inspiring others to take leadership roles, and instilling in 
others the hope they can become self-sufficient.

Organizer 1 uses the internal organizing tactic of build-
ing one-on-one relationships among workers inside and out-
side the workplace as a pivotal element in moving forward 
the organizing process. One major challenge Organizer 1 
faced was trust issues between Blacks and Latinos who 
believe each other is suspect. He relates that Blacks often 
assume Latinos are undocumented, so Latinos, discrimi-
nated against at work and in their communities, are treated 
worse than Blacks and are often willing to “take on the 
boss.” Organizer 1 shares a story about Hosea (not his real 
name) and Linda (not her real name). Linda did not trust 
Hosea because he was Latino, and Hosea did not trust Linda 
because she was Black. Hosea worked in the hotel laundry 
and had been a union leader in Mexico who led a hunger 
strike, so he was very pro-union. Linda worked in house-
keeping for 18 years and was diagnosed with cancer but did 
not have company-provided health insurance, so she was 
pro-union and willing to hold meetings in her home twice 
weekly. She helped Organizer 1 develop a list of potential 
“committee people” sympathetic to union organizing. 
Organizer 1 had worked separately with Hosea and Linda 
but never divulged their names to each other because part of 
the success of underground organizing is to keep the names 
of pro-union workers secret. After 10 months of separate 
communication, the organizer had a meeting with Linda and 
Hosea to talk about their differences and to bridge the racial 
barriers separating them. This meeting led to Linda and 
Hosea agreeing they had an economic commonality in 
working together; they became part of a workers’ committee 
seeking to reach out to their coworkers and share the impor-
tance of organizing. This second internal tactic of recruiting 
workers to be active representative rank and file committee 
members ensures continual committee growth through a 

snowball effect. Each committee member recruits another 
coworker and so forth.

African Americans and Latinos see the world of work 
through different lens according to Gordon and Lenhardt 
(2007). They use different measures to express the “mone-
tary and social or citizenship value of work” (Gordon & 
Lenhardt, 2007). African Americans and Latinos are unaware 
of the other’s work history and tradition, which makes it dif-
ficult for them to communicate about their shared work com-
monalities. African Americans’ long painful history of 
slavery and abuse from their perspective as long-term resi-
dents within the United States influences their work patterns 
and low expectations of success. They see little hope of mov-
ing up the economic ladder through compliance with exces-
sive management demands for more or faster labor, though 
they believe they are entitled to them. Latino immigrants 
take a short-term global work perspective, which makes their 
U.S. work valuable in comparison with work in their country 
of origin. Their compliance with management’s extreme 
demands is a trade-off for them in return for higher wages, 
which they often send to their families outside the United 
States, continued employment, and possible deportation 
(Gordon & Lenhardt, 2007).8 An organizer is faced with 
bridging these different experiences and perspectives by 
encouraging diverse coworkers to find common ground as a 
collective combating the power of management.

Organizer 1 states, “When you’re in the trenches, you 
need to know the other one has your back.” The result of that 
meeting was that their shared interest in organizing workers 
ranked higher than their suspicion of each other. As a result 
of relationship building, gatherings which prepared workers 
for company meetings, and tools providing workers the abil-
ity to talk about the union, a committee of 26 workers met 
with and presented to management authorization cards 
signed by 70% of the service workers at the Hyatt. The hotel 
management was completely unaware of the underground 
activities that delayed their ability to respond with anti-union 
rhetoric. Using this delegation to management as a third tac-
tic in the internal organizing strategy further strengthened the 
workers’ power in their unionization efforts.

After the initial presentation of signed authorization 
cards, the hotel began running a series of anti-union meet-
ings, which they called “training meetings.” At these training 
meetings, they served steak and lobster and told their work-
ers the union was a business, just wanted their union dues, 
and that they, as a corporation, had “learned their lesson.” 
They espoused the workers’ wages were low because the 
cost of living in their location was low. They also started a 
monthly lunch with the general manager and gave some 
workers a US$1 to US$1.50 raise.

One of the biggest barriers Organizer 1 faced was orga-
nizing White conservatives. He believes the majority of 
Whites would join unions if they were not so affected by 
propaganda such as Fox news. He states, “The only way I 
see this working is that Whites see how others are treated at 
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work,” and believes the biggest challenge for them is the 
“union itself.”

Because of the nature of UNITE-HERE’s organizing 
strategies, hotel workers involved in organizing campaigns 
are unaware of other workers’ involvement until some goal is 
achieved such as getting enough signature cards signed to 
present to management. All the organizing takes place out-
side of the workplace, so those involved usually meet at 
someone’s home. The work involves building relationships 
one at a time, so the organizing process takes months or even 
years. The secretiveness of the process is necessary to pre-
vent management from retaliating against workers for union 
activity. Although retaliation is illegal and can result in sanc-
tions against management, the legal process is slow and 
arduous, so avoiding the appearance of union activity in the 
workplace is often a better choice. Consequently, service 
workers in the workplace never know if they are working 
next to a pro-union or anti-union coworker.

Organizer 2 is a White male and has been with UNITE-
HERE for 3 years. He graduated from a notable Midwest uni-
versity and began organizing on that campus as a result of 
meeting Organizer 1. He moved to the Midwest in 2008 where 
he worked as a hotel bartender and barista. Organizer 2 speaks 
to the use of external organizing tactics as an important com-
ponent in UNITE-HERE’s organizing strategy. He describes 
the experience of trying to unionize a group of subcontracted 
workers as “going through the fight; you don’t know the emo-
tional roller coaster unless you experience the travails of going 
through the fight.” From those organizing efforts grew a pub-
lic relations campaign featuring “big picture” messaging such 
as all supporters of the service workers wearing red shirts to 
rallies, demonstrations, and county council meetings, media 
exposure through an alternative-based free periodical, and 
radio coverage featuring methods of blacklisting workers for 1 
year who leave employment at one hotel from rehire at another 
downtown hotel, extreme examples of wage theft resulting in 
a winning lawsuit against the subcontracting agency charged 
with the administration of hotel workers, and support from 
Congressmen Andre Carson, Congressman for Indiana’s 7th 
Congressional District, who spoke at the National Day of 
Action against the Hyatt Corporation in 2010.

The “big picture” messaging utilizes several external 
organizing tactics. Raising issues in the community about the 
plight of devalued and abused low-wage workers resonates 
with community members who may view the fight for better 
wages and working conditions through a David and Goliath 
framework. Community participation in rallies and demon-
strations orchestrated to bring awareness to low-wage hospi-
tality workers’ exploitation is captured in pictures and videos 
of hundreds of supporters wearing red shirts at county coun-
cil meetings in which proposed ordinances concerning tax 
breaks for low-wage workers are proposed, discussed, and 
eventually vetoed by a conservative council and mayor. 
Utilizing free press coverage through radio and an alternative 
newspaper seeks to expand the listening and reading 

audience to inform, enlighten, and increase a broader base of 
support. Creating groups of community supporters willing to 
speak at civic and faith-based events about the exploitative 
work conditions of low-wage workers and creating public 
pressure to make local policy changes, which help low-wage 
workers upgrade their living standards, are important tactics 
Organizer 2 promotes to instill within the communal mind 
the necessity of aggregated support in helping shift the bal-
ance of economic power to workers.

The narrative of Organizer 2 mirrors that of Organizer 1 
in relationship to organizing a diverse workforce and the 
relationship with top management. Organizer 2 speaks to the 
diversity among service workers as challenging because

different races have different ideas of ownership. In the Midwest, 
if you speak a different language, you are considered in the 
minority and an outsider. Immigrant workers, many of whom 
are Latino, feel as if they don’t have the same voice as Blacks 
and Whites.

This is very similar to Organizer 1’s narrative concerning 
experiences and perspectives from workers of different racial 
backgrounds who struggle to find common ground within 
their work environment. Organizer 2 describes his relation-
ship with top management as very adversarial. The Hyatt 
holds captive audience meetings and one-on-one plea ses-
sions with workers in which workers relate being begged to 
stop their union activism, posts anti-union material on bul-
letin boards, and encourages anti-union workers to speak out 
against the union. “Lower level managers just want to get out 
of your way and didn’t want to be involved. They usually 
said, ‘Go talk to the top people.’” Again, this narrative 
reflects Organizer 1’s description of the extreme push back 
from the Hyatt after they received authorization cards from 
the majority of their workers.

Organizer 2 said the hope for the future of unions is 
organizing:

[Unions] have to grow or the union will die. Corporations grow 
so they will crush the union. This isn’t an option; you have to 
organize. Just the most fundamental thing is building 
relationships; it is fundamental to organizing and out of 
organizing comes relationships. New leaders emerge out of 
those relationships. New leaders must emerge; the snowball 
effect has to occur. UNITE-HERE now has organizers in Miami, 
San Antonio, Boston, Seattle, Chicago, Phoenix, Los Angeles, 
and Atlanta. We take a lot of pride in that, and we do it well.

In cultivating leaders through relationships, Organizer 2 
believes female leaders are better organizers because they 
are better listeners and more emphatic. Although the organiz-
ing efforts of UNITE-HERE did not result in unionization 
for the Midwest hotel, their campaign did result in negative 
public relations for the Hyatt hotels, increased housekeeping 
wages in some hotels, and effectively ended the blacklisting 
of housekeepers in securing positions between hotels.
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The organizing efforts of the Hotel Workers Rising cam-
paign is primarily aimed at the most egregious offender of 
workers’ rights, the Hyatt hotels, which are awarded the title 
of “Worst Hospitality Employer in America.” Dubbed the 
Hyatt Hurts campaign, the operation emphasizes an interna-
tional boycott of all Hyatt hotels and is supported by such big 
names as the National Football League, many of whose play-
ers said they were raised by single moms who worked in the 
service industry, the National Organization for Women 
(NOW), the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force, and 
Moveon.org. As a result of UNITE-HERE’s international 
boycott efforts and the backlash of bad publicity, a national 
contract between UNITE-HERE and the Hyatt hotels in San 
Francisco, Chicago, Honolulu, and Los Angeles is signed in 
August 2013 and runs through 2018. The agreement pro-
vides a mechanism for workers, via a solidarity clause, at the 
unionized hotels to take action by mid-contract (October 
2015) at their own hotels if non-unionized hotels have not 
unionized or at least agreed to a fair process for representa-
tion. Non-unionized hotels can continue to engage in boy-
cotts. Organizer 2 explains the Hyatt agreed to the contract in 
“exchange for peace.” He explains he did not think the Hyatt 
saw the union as the enemy but rather as an obstacle to their 
growth.

Conclusion

The narratives of organizers involved in unionization efforts 
in a downtown Midwest hotel provide examples of the chal-
lenges in organizing a diverse workforce of low-wage work-
ers in the hospitality industry. The multi-component 
organizing strategy using internal and external tactics results 
in gains for these low-wage workers. The tenacity, strength, 
and endurance necessary to form bonds of solidarity through 
covert organizing necessary to train workers in defense tac-
tics against a well-oiled corporate anti-union machine speaks 
volumes about the depth and seriousness of organizing 
efforts to unionize low-wage workers who are often disad-
vantaged within the economic, social, political, and corpo-
rate structures, which seek to deskill, devalue, and 
dehumanize workers to maintain corporate profit margins.

Situating the organizing efforts of UNITE-HERE into 
LPT speaks to the sustained push and pull between labor and 
management as they continue to struggle for economic 
power. As long as management has the power to control 
work processes, deskill the workforce, hire and terminate 
workers at will, and discipline and punish workers within 
and outside the workplace, low-wage service workers will 
find it impossible to achieve gains without the formation of a 
collective to represent their needs. The collective has a stra-
tegic place in our current economic and social structure, 
which benefits workers and management. Collectives that 
allow workers space in which to form bonds of solidarity 
often translates into higher wages, better working conditions 
and benefits, and a voice in the workplace for low-wage 

workers who not only expend those wages in the consump-
tion of goods and services—which contributes to the econ-
omy, increases tax revenues, and makes them less dependent 
on government social programs—but also provides for the 
firm workers who feel valued through strengthened personal 
dignity and worth and engage in fewer production disrup-
tions, which contributes to increased productivity and higher 
profits for management.

Although the efforts of UNITE-HERE to organize a 
diverse workforce of low-wage housekeepers in a Midwest 
hotel did not result in unionization, there were some gains 
made. A national agreement reached between UNITE-HERE 
and the Hyatt after a 4-year struggle included a mechanism 
by which non-unionized Hyatt hotels “provide Hyatt associ-
ates with a process for voting on whether to be represented 
by the union in limited circumstances” (Vail, 2013) prior to 
an October 2015 deadline (UNITE-HERE! 2013). Also, the 
lawsuit against the Hyatt for wage theft resulted in back pay 
for those workers acting as plaintiffs (Jamieson, 2012). There 
were small wage increases for some housekeepers and the 
blacklisting policy preventing workers’ movements from 
hotel job to hotel job was dismantled.
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Notes

1. United Needle Trades and Industrial Employees (UNITE) 
merged with Hotel Employees and Restaurant Employees 
(HERE) in 2004 forming a new international union with 
440,000 members (Tufts, 2006).

2. Bronfenbrenner & Hickey (2004) concludes 10 organizing 
strategies/tactics exist and that “higher win rates are associated 
with campaigns that use five or more comprehensive organiz-
ing tactics . . . that consistently combine comprehensive orga-
nizing tactics . . . [and that] comprehensive organizing tactics 
are consistently effective” (p. 45).

3. Sassen (2006) explains the process of globalization, which 
focuses on tearing down boundaries, often fails to include the 
“place boundedness” (p. 17) of activities and types of workers 
very vital to the globalization process. Sassen includes immi-
grant economies and work cultures and says that “failing to 
include these activities and workers ignores the variety of cul-
tural contexts within which they exist, a diversity as present in 
processes of globalization as is the new international corporate 
culture” (p. 17).

4. Buroway (2008) calls this “surplus extraction” (p. 377).
5. Baldamus (1961) in Buroway (1985) writes about unavoidable 

work realities, which represent deprivation or effort. These 
work realties consist of impairment, which he defines as phys-
ical exertion from long work hours, excessive temperatures, 
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or poor lightening, tedium, which he defines as repetitive or 
monotonous motion, and weariness, which he defines as coer-
cive routines within industrial work. Workers seek respite from 
and control over these unavoidable work realities by adapting 
to them through adjusting to the physical exertion and work 
conditions over time, being in the mood to work, and being 
carried along by the inertia of the repetitive motion.

6. According to the theory of social construction, an identity is 
only known in the context of its relationship to something else 
or the “other.” Adib and Guerrier (2003), in trying to separate 
out gender identities from race, class, or nationality identities, 
suggest “that identity construction is both relational and con-
textual” (p. 415). Identity construction is relational because 
it “engages in Othering” (p. 415) and contextual because the 
“context in which this process occurs shapes the meanings, 
expectations and roles that particular identities carry” (p. 415).

7. Hall (1996) suggests, “The central issue of race is always his-
torically in articulation, in a formation, with other categories 
and divisions and [is] constantly crossed and recrossed by the 
categories of class, of gender and ethnicity” (p. 444).

8. A study of African American and Latino workers in various 
U.S. firms found both ethnicities shared common economic 
goals; the more successful organizations in building solidarity 
were bilingual, bicultural, met outside of the workplace, and 
had staff/organizers who were multicultural (Marrow, 2006).
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